W
hat role have trade unions and workers played in Ghana's move toward political liberalization and democratization, in the past and in the recent1990-93 democratic transition? Have unions been important, either through their beliefs and protest behavior or as a consequence of their structural position in civil society? Were economic conditions key factors in the unions' behavior? Since Ghana's return to democracy, have the unions become more active on behalf of their interests in civil society and in the political system than under authoritarian rule? Have they helped to consolidate democratic processes?
I argue that the trade union movement in Ghana made a major contribution to political liberalization and democratization between 1983 and 1992. It did not do so through an outburst of strikes and demonstrations, as occurred in some other countries, though protests and resistance were important. The union movement did so by struggling to retain its institutional autonomy and power, by protesting continuously against violations of union rights and the economic policies of the Provisional National Defense Council (PNDC) government, and by demanding to be consulted on economic policies affecting workers. The Trade Union Congress (TUC) and its national unions persisted in these struggles against a highly repressive, antiunion regime, which had quashed all public opposition and the ability of other societal groups to articulate their interests or mobilize members. The TUC's persistent struggles had several impacts. They enlarged the public political space where societal groups could demand a voice and accountability from the government. They demonstrated visibly-through meetings, consultation, and election of leaders-an alternative democratic ethos to the PNDC's authoritarianism. In their acts of opposing PNDC policies and mobilizing members, unions demanded the restoration of democratic assemblies and constitutional government. Unions were moved by the desperate economic conditions of workers and their rights to speak for workers, which the state denied. And unions were the only substantial group in the mid1980s onward to demand full democratic and constitutional rule. Union movement resistance widened the public arena and by doing so allowed other organizations to become more publicly active and opposition groups to reemerge in 1990-91 without suffering deadly repression. The union movement was weakened by PNDC coercion, but it was the one large, democratic group to remain independent and capable of demanding its rights. It drew other associations (of teachers, nurses, civil servants) into public forums with itself to broaden its base, giving these groups the courage to articulate their interests. It compelled the PNDC to deal with its capacity to mobilize protests when the PNDC had imposed a "culture of silence" in Ghana and other protest was moribund.
Since the return of constitutional rule in 1993, the unions have become even more involved in demanding their rights to represent worker and public interests and in mobilizing workers behind their policy stands. Unions have threatened general strikes and wide-ranging opposition on many occasions. Unions have sought to use the new democratic institutions (parliament), civil rights (press freedoms, protest rights), and legal rights and institutions to advance their policy interests and institutional autonomy, thus strengthening democratic institutions in Ghana.
Trade unions in Ghana have not always been highly supportive of democratic political systems. Indeed, in the early 1970s they were very unhappy with the civilian democratic government and extended them low levels of support. They were joyous in 1972 to see the overthrow of a hostile, ineffective democratic regime. The Progress Party government tried to weaken and destroy the union movement in 1971. It made the unions deeply suspicious of this party and unwilling to support it when its leaders campaigned in 1977-78 to remove the military government, which had given the unions exceptional benefits. Union leaders supported the democratic renewal in 1979-81, but its economic policies alienated workers.
In this study, I first examine existing theory that discusses the role of trade unions in political liberalization and democratic transitions. Second, armed with some analytical approaches, I briefly survey the experience of trade unions with the different regimes in Ghana since independence in 1957. This historical experience has shaped the attitudes of unions to democracy and union rights and power. I assess trade union-state relations in terms of the growth of union strength and rights, achievement of union autonomy and interests, operative union political norms, and union responses to regime labor control strategies. In this context I look at the relationship of the trade unions to class forces, state power, and transnational power.
Third, and most importantly, I assess the impact of trade unions in restoring political liberties and democratic life under the authoritarian ruler Flight Lieutenant Jerry Rawlings and his PNDC government from 1982 through 1992. It tried to
